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Teaching and Learning Guide for: Critical Geographies of Body Size 
 
Peter Hopkins 
School of Geography, Politics and Sociology, Newcastle University 
 
Introduction 
The ways in which people with particular body sizes and shapes are deemed more or less 
desirable than others is a key issue in contemporary society. Concerns around body size 
and shape are regular features in the mass media and in policy debates. Geographical 
research within this particular field has tended to focus on bodies that are fat, obese or 
large, yet those who are small, tall or thin may also be subject to experiences of exclusion 
and marginalisation. Political action may change the nature of inequalities relating to 
body size, as may the ways in which the intersections between other social identities body 
size work to shape how different bodies are interpreted, negotiated and represented. 
 
Author recommends 
1. Bell, D., and Valentine, G. (1997). Consuming geographies: we are where we eat. 
London: Routledge.  
This book explores the complex sets of relationships that exist between food and place. 
Chapter 2 on the ‘body’ provides a very useful discussion about the stereotypes and 
assumptions made about body size and the ways in which these vary in different places 
and cultures.  
 
2. Colls, R. (2006). Outsize/Outside: bodily bignesses and the emotional experiences of 
British women shopping for clothes. Gender, Place and Culture 13, pp. 529–545. 
This excellent article explores what it feels like when big women shop for clothes, the 
emotional geographies connected with the process of evaluating the suitability of clothing 
and purchasing (or not) particular items.  
 
3. Colls, R. and Evans, B. (2009) Critical geographies of fatness/bigness/corpulence: 
questioning obesity politics. Antipode 41(5) pp. 1011-1020. 
This editorial provides an excellent overview of research about body size within 
geography and its links with Fat Studies by way of introducing a further four articles 
focusing specifically on critical approaches to obesity. 
 
4. Cooper, C. (1998). Fat and proud: the politics of size. London: The Women’s Press. 
This is an excellent book - that is suitable for academic and popular audiences - that 
challenges stereotypes about fatness and discusses the processes that support and 
encourage fatphobia. It also overturns assumptions about fatness, food and ill health and 
explores the emergence of the Fat Rights movement. 
 
5. Crewe, L. (2001). The besieged body: geographies of retailing and consumption. 
Progress in Human Geography 25, pp. 629–640. 
This useful review article charts the ways in which the body is connected to sets of 
economic issues and cultural relations associated with issues such as retail regulation and 
consumer choice discussing concerns around fitness, fashion and food.  
 6. Curtis, P. (2008). The experiences of young people with obesity in secondary school: 
some implications for the healthy school agenda. Health and Social Care in the 
Community 16, pp. 410–418. 
This critical paper explores the ways in which policies aimed at promoting healthy living 
can marginalise and stigmatise obese young people as the operation of such policies 
works to reinforce vulnerabilities experienced by such young people. 
 
7. Evans, B. (2006). ‘Gluttony or sloth’: critical geographies of bodies and morality in 
(anti)obesity policy. Area 38, pp. 259–267. 
This paper offers a critical reading of a UK policy document in the context of debates 
about obesity. In doing so, it seeks to promote a critical approach that problematises the 
medicalistion of the body size in the formation of policy. 
 
8. Longhurst, R. (2005). Fat bodies: developing geographical research agendas. Progress 
in Human Geography 29, pp. 247–259. 
This review article sets out an agenda for the study of fat bodies within geography and in 
doing so provides a useful overview of related literature and debates. It explores some of 
the reasons why fatness has been overlooked within the discipline and suggests that 
future research could focus on a range of scales and theories. 
 
9. Shilling, C. (1996) The Body and Social Theory. London: Sage 
This impressive book provides a critical overview of social research about the body 
including discussion about issues relating to self-identity, sexuality, reproductive 
technology and social inequalities. 
 
10. Smith, SJ, (1993). Social landscapes: continuity and change. In: Johnston, R. (ed.) A 
changing world: a changing discipline. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, pp. 564–575. 
Amongst a range of issues, this excellent chapter discusses the ‘medicalisation of social 
life’, pointing to the ways in which experiences of health or illness are accompanied by 
attitudinal and behavioural assumptions which may be used in determining access to 
resources. 
 
Online materials  
 
1. National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance, USA 
http://www.naafaonline.com/dev2/ 
A non-profit civil rights organisation that aims to end size discrimination 
 
2. Tall Person’s Club Great Britain and Ireland 
http://www.tallclub.co.uk/index.asp 
An organisation that aims to promote the interests of tall people 
 
3. Short Statured People of Australia 
http://www.sspa.org.au/ 
An organisation that offers support and information for people of short stature (under 
150cm (4”11”)) 
 
4. International Size Acceptance Movement 
http://www.size-acceptance.org/ 
An international organisation that seeks to promote size acceptance and fight size 
discrimination across the world. 
 
5. Charlotte Cooper’s blog 
http://www.obesitytimebomb.blogspot.com/ 
A very useful blog by Charlotte Cooper that is regularly updated with information about 
events, publications and workshops. 
 
6. Fat Studies and Health at Every Size ESRC seminar series 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/geography/research/researchprojects/fat_studies_and_health_at_eve
ry_size/ 
The website for this ESRC funded seminar series includes details of all of the seminars as 
well as additional references. 
 
7. UK Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, Tackling Obesity: Future Choices 
http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight/our-work/projects/current-projects/tackling-obesities 
A UK government website with links to reports and publications about obesity. 
 
Sample syllabus: critical geographies of body size 
 
Critical geographies of body size could be an interesting topic to include in modules 
about social and cultural geographies more generally as well as specific modules about 
geographies of the body, social justice and exclusion, or critical approaches to health and 
well-being. 
 
TOPICS FOR LECTURE AND DISCUSSION 
 
WEEK I:    Introduction 
TOPIC:  What is ‘the body’? 
Shilling, C. (1996) The Body and Social Theory. London: Sage (Chapter 2) 
Valentine, G. (2001) Social Geographies. Essex: Pearson. (Chapter 2) 
 
What are some of the different definitions of ‘the body’? 
What are the different conceptual approaches that social researchers use when 
discussing bodies? 
 
WEEK II:   Bodies and space 
TOPIC:  The relationships between bodies, space and place. 
Grosz E (1999) Bodies-Cities. In Nast H and Pile S (eds) Places through the Body.  
London: Routledge pp. 42-51 
Longhurst, R. (2001) Bodies: exploring fluid boundaries. London: Routledge. (Chapter 2) 
Young, I.M. (1990) Justice and the politics of difference. New Jersey: Princeton. 
(Chapter 5) 
 
In what ways is ‘the body’ a place or site in itself? 
What are the relationships between bodies and place, how can these be researched 
and what influence do bodies have on place and vice versa? 
 
WEEK III:   Critical geographies of body size 
Topic: Thinking critically about the negative stereotyping of people with 
particular body sizes. 
Bell, D., and Valentine, G. (1997). Consuming geographies: we are where we eat. 
London: Routledge. (Chapter 2) 
Kruse RJ. (2002) Narrating intersections of gender and dwarfism in everyday spaces. The 
Canadian Geographer 47, pp. 494-508. 
Longhurst, R. (2005). Fat bodies: developing geographical research agendas. Progress in 
Human Geography 29, pp. 247–259. 
 
What are the stereotypes associated with people who are fat, thin, small or tall? 
How are these stereotypes reinforced and replicated in society? 
 
WEEK IV:   Obesogenic environments and the body 
TOPIC:  Obesogenic environments and the relationships between the environment, 
health and body size 
Lake, A. Townshend T.G. and Alvanides, S. (2010) Obesogenic Environments. Oxford: 
Wiley Blackwell. (chapter 14) 
Pearce J and Witten K (2010) Geographies of obesity: environmental understandings of 
the obesity epidemic. Aldershot: Ashgate. (chapter 1) 
Smith, D. and Cummins, S. (2008) Obese cities: how our environment shapes 
overweight. Geography Compass 3(1) 518-535. 
 
What are obesogenic environments and how does this concept help us to 
understand the relationships between health, bodies and environments? 
What are the benefits and limitations of the obesogenic environments discourse? 
 
WEEK V:   Fat Studies and Health at Every Size 
TOPIC:  The emergence of the interdisciplinary fields of Fat Studies and Health at 
Every Size (HEAS) 
Aphramor, L. (2010) Validity of claims made in weight management research: a narrative 
review of dietetic articles. Nutrition Journal 9(30) 1-9 
Monaghan L F (2005) Discussion Piece: a Critical Take on the Obesity Debate. Social 
Theory and Health 3: 302-314. 
Rothblum, E. and Solovay, S. (2009) (ed) The Fat Studies Reader. New York: New York 
University Press. (chapter 1). 
 
What are the key principles behind Fat Studies, how and when did this field 
emerge and what approach does it take to body size? 
 What is meant by Health at Every Size and how does this approach understand 
bodies? 
 
WEEK VI:   Obesity: epidemic or moral panic?  
TOPIC: An critical exploration ‘the obesity epidemic’ (this could be organised as a 
classroom debate) 
 
Foresight (2007) Tackling Obesities: Future Choices Project Report. London: HMSO 
Keith S W Redden D T Katzmarzyck P T Boggiano M M Hanlon E C Benca R M Ruden 
D Pietrobelli A Barger J L Fontaine K R Wang C Aronne L J Wright S M Baskin 
M Dhurandhar N V Lijoi M C DelUca M Westfall A O and Allison D B (2006) 
Putative Contributors to the Secular Increase in Obesity: Exploring the Roads 
Less Travelled. International Journal of Obesity 30: 1585-1594. 
 
To what extent do you consider there to be an obesity epidemic and what are the 
main factors creating this?  
What challenges have been made to the common-sense assumption that we are 
experiencing an obesity epidemic? 
 
WEEK VII:   Negotiating sizist society 
TOPIC:  Social and spatial exclusions in sizist society 
Aphramor, L. (2009) Disability and the anti-obesity offensive. Disability and Society 
24(7) 897-909. 
Longhurst, R. (2005). Fat bodies: developing geographical research agendas. Progress in 
Human Geography 29, pp. 247–259. 
Murray S (2005) Doing Politics or Selling Out?: Living the Fat Body Women's Studies: 
An Interdisciplinary Journal Special Issue: Body Works: Transformations and 
Transgressions 34(3/4) 265-277. 
 
 In what ways are people with different body sizes socially and spatially restricted 
within contemporary society? 
 How does sizism intersect with other inequalities associated with age, disability, 
class, gender, sexuality or ethnicity? 
 
WEEK VIII:  Everyday socio-spatial encounters and lived experiences 
TOPIC: The everyday lived experiences and negotiations of  
Colls, R. (2004). ‘Looking alright, feeling alright’: emotions, sizing and the geographies 
of women’s experiences of clothing consumption. Social and Cultural Geography 
5, pp. 583–596. 
Longhurst, R. (2010) The disabling affects of fat: the emotional and material geographies 
of some women who live in Hamilton, New Zealand. Chouinard, V. Hall, E. and 
Wilton, R. (eds) Towards Enabling Geographies: ‘disabled’ bodies and minds in 
society and space. Aldershot: Ashgate pp. 199-216. 
 
What are the time-space strategies employed by people as a result of their body 
size? 
Explore the emotional geographies associated with such experiences. 
 
WEEK IX:  Critical approaches: informing policy and practice 
TOPIC:  The relationships between public policy and body size 
Curtis, P. (2008). The experiences of young people with obesity in secondary school: 
some implications for the healthy school agenda. Health and Social Care in the 
Community 16, pp. 410–418. 
Evans, B. (2006). ‘Gluttony or sloth’: critical geographies of bodies and morality in 
(anti)obesity policy. Area 38, pp. 259–267. 
Kirkland A (2008) Think of the Hippopotamus: Rights Consciousness in the Fat 
Acceptance Movement. Law and Society Review 42(2) 397-431. 
 
 Outline some of the challenges of making public policy about body size? 
What are the positive and negative outcomes of such policies for promoting health 
and well-being?   
 
WEEK X:  Conclusions 
TOPIC: Overview of perspectives on body size and concluding discussion 
Orbach, S. (2009) Bodies. London: Profile Books. (Chapter 6) 
 
Outline the different approaches – and their strengths and weaknesses - to 
understanding the relationships between body size and place?  
 What do you think the future issues and debates about body size will focus upon? 
 
Focus questions 
 
1. What are some of the socio-spatial exclusions experienced by people who are small, 
tall, fat or thin? 
 
2. Discuss some of the ways in which stereotypes about size vary between different 
nations or cultures. 
 
3. Explore the ways in which social identities – such as gender, class, sexuality and race – 
change the meanings of different body size and shapes and vice versa. 
 
4. Critically discuss the challenges in making policies for regulating body size and shape. 
 
5. What do feminist perspectives contribute to our understandings of the geographies of 
body size? 
